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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR PROCESSING AND REDUCING THE 
AMOUNT OF RETURN TO SENDER MAILPIECES 

Field of the Invention 

0001 The invention disclosed herein relates generally to automated mail sorting 
and more particularly, method and apparatus for processing return to sender mail and 
reducing the amount of subsequent return to sender mail created by the sender. 

Background of the Invention 

0002 The processing and handling of mailpieces consumes an enormous amount 
of human and financial resources, particularly If the processing of the mailpieces is done 
manually. The processing and handling of mailpieces not only takes place at the Postal 
Service, but also occurs at each and every business or other site where communication 
via the mail delivery system is utilized. That is, various pieces of mail generated by a 
plurality of departments and individuals within a company need to be addressed, 
collected, sorted and franked as part of the outgoing mail process. Additionally, incoming 
mail needs to be collected and sorted efficiently to ensure that it gets to the addressee 
(i.e. employee or department) in a minimal amount of time. Since much of the 
documentation and information being conveyed through the mail system is critical in 
nature relative to the success of a business, it is imperative that the processing and 
handling of both the incoming and outgoing mailpieces be done efficiently and reliably so 
as not to negatively impact the functioning of the business. 

0003 Various automated mail-handling machines have been developed for 
processing incoming mail (removing individual pieces of mail from a stack and performing 
subsequent actions on each individual piece of mail). Generally, the mail handling 
machines separate individual mailpieces from a stack, read the mailpieces using an 
optical character recognition (OCR) system and compare the read information to an 
addressee database in order to determine the appropriate destination points for delivery 
of the mailpieces. Some of the incoming mail received at a mailroom of the company can 
be unreadable by the OCR system, the quantity of which can be great since recipients 
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cannot control the addressee format in which the incoming mail is received. Some of the 
unreadable mail could be, for example, mail which is not OCR readable called OCR 
rejects (i.e. smeared or needs to be opened to determine addressee), mystery mail which 
are mail with no particular addressee (i.e. mail addressed to a company or department 
only or mail with poor quality handwriting), or research mail (i.e. mail that cannot be read 
by OCR but does not require opening for the operator to determine the addressee, 
including the situation where there are several potential addressees with the same 
name). The unreadable mail, which will be refenred to generally as reject mail is 
expensive to process since it drains the resources of the mail room requiring additional 
time and labor for sorting and delivery. 

0004 Another type of mail, which can be categorized as unreadable, generally by 
incoming mail sorting apparatus is return to sender (RTS) since the addressee, in most 
cases, is not in the addressee database of the mail sorting apparatus. Typical return to 
sender mail is marked with return to sender text and / or a graphics symbol. The 
graphics symbols applied to return to sender mail are not unifonn or standard and are not 
applied to a standard location on return to sender mailpieces. An OCR system 
configured to recognize text could be configured with additional capabilities and 
additional read regions to recognize return to sender icon or markings. Other methods 
could also be used to detemriine return to sender mail such as reading the addressee ZIP 
Code, if it is readable to determine if the addressee is in the addressee database. 

0005 An easier and possibly less costly method of handling the challenges of 
return to sender mail is to reduce it at its source - the company where the mailing is 
produced. The reduction of return to sender mail by obtaining more accurate address 
information at it's source is important for many reasons including reducing overhead 
costs in sorting and delivering mailpieces, but also in managing customer relationships. 
Each year, corporations spend billions of dollars on customer relationship management 
(CRM). One of the biggest challenges businesses face is preventing inaccurate data 
from compromising their databases. As Web based interactions become more prevalent, 
customers become more remote and interactions with customers become impersonal. 
Customer relationship management becomes more important. As businesses capitalize 
on making sales to existing customers, it becomes increasingly important to have up to 
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date customer information including address information in ihe business database, which 
is an important asset. Accurate data is the cornerstone of any customer relationship 
management strategy. A corporation cannot build a relationship or properly serve or sell 
to customers if it does not know where they are. Companies routinely face the challenge 
of keeping data accurate in a world that is constantly changing. 

0006 Any CRM strategy that falls to recognize the dynamic nature of consumers' 
lives and lifestyles is likely to fall short of expectations. The dynamic lives and lifestyles 
of American's are evident In the fact that the average American moves about once every 
five years. In fact, 17 percent of Americans move every year. Of the people who move 
annually, 40 percent of them do not notify the USPS of their new address. Furthermore, 
even when they do not move, consumers are not stagnant; they get married, buy homes, 
get promotions, switch jobs, etc. They essentially become lost customers to many 
companies. For high-volume mailers, the consequences Include missed cash flow and 
costly mall rework. 

0007 To compete In our data centric world, businesses need to ensure data 
integrity and accuracy. But how do you get accurate customer data? Companies need to 
append missing information or correct inaccurate information to complete the portrait of 
their customer and feed that data to the various operational units that need it — including 
call centers, marketing groups and the sales force. A business with this capability has an 
edge because of its enhanced ability to communicate with its customers and — by 
keeping the solution in-house — by maintaining customer confidentiality. Clean data 
allows for more true one-to-one marketing, Improved response rates, reduced costs due 
to inaccuracies, and perhaps most important of all, security from fraud. 

0008 And more to the point, how do companies utilize customer data effectively, 
particularly when the data is located In disparate repositories spread across a global 
business enterprise? Businesses need to recognize and Interconnect the components of 
document management. Five components of document management are create, 
produce, distribute, receive and update. And an infrastructure is needed to connect 
these components to reducing end-to-end costs, increase user convenience and ensure 
delivery reliability and security. 
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0009 Thus, one of the problems of the prior art is that a system is not available 
for to provide a closed loop solution for processing return to sender mail and improving 
data inaccuracies and conned the components of customer relationship management. 
Therefore, a system and method for processing return to sender mailpieces is needed 
which integrates return to sender processing with the incoming mailpiece sorting 
apparatus and with outgoing mailpiece processing using the document inserting system 
that generate the mailpieces. 

Summary of the Invention 

0010 This invention overcomes the disadvantages of the prior art by providing a 
method of processing return to sender mailpieces and providing updated data to inserting 
systems producing such mailpieces. This in turn helps to solve data quality problems at 
their source and reduce processing costs by reducing the number of subsequent return to 
sender mailpieces. The present invention is directed to, in general, automated mail 
sorting and automated mailpiece creation and more particularly, a method of reducing 
return to sender mail using an automated mailpiece sorting apparatus and an inserting 
system, video coding station and return mail workstation to provide closed loop 
processing. 

001 1 An embodiment of the system 200 of the present invention comprises a 
mailpiece sorting apparatus 8, video coding station 60, inserter system 40, return mail 
workstation 66 and a web server 80 for interconnecting several components of the 
system 200. The system 200 provides a closed loop solution for reducing return to 
sender mailpieces generated by a company that is sorting incoming mailpieces using the 
automated mailpiece sorting apparatus 8. 

0012 In an embodiment of the method of the present invention, mailpieces are 
sorted by the mailpiece sorting apparatus. Mailpieces that can be read properly by the 
mailpiece sorting apparatus OCR system are sent to their designated sort bins. 
Mailpieces that the mailpiece sorting apparatus OCR system determines to be return to 
sender mailpieces are sent to a return to sender bin. The return to sender mailpieces are 
processed using a video coding station 60 and a return mail workstation 66. The video 
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coding station 60 is used for input of addressee information read by an operator from an 
image of the mailpiece. The return mail workstation is used to cleanse the addressee 
information input at the video coding station 60. Cleansed address information and other 
messages are sent from the return mail workstation to an electronic data file for an 
inserter system, which generates outgoing mailpieces. The cleansed and other address 
information is used to either out sort mailpieces from the outgoing mail stream or correct 
address information for outgoing mailpieces. 

0013 An advantage of the method of the present invention is that it provides a 
document management solution by providing a system and method to create, produce 
distribute, receive and update the mailpiece creation and delivery process. Another 
advantage of the present invention is that it reduces end-to-end costs, inaeases user 
convenience and improves delivery reliability and security. Other advantages of the 
invention will in part be obvious and will in part be apparent from the specification. The 
aforementioned advantages are illustrative of the advantages of the various 
embodiments of the present invention. 

Description of the Drawings 

0014 The above and other objects and advantages of the present invention will 
be apparent upon consideration of the following detailed description, taken in conjunction 
with accompanying drawings, in which like reference characters refer to like parts 
throughout, and in which: 

001 5 Figure 1 is a block diagram that illustrates a computer system with which an 
embodiment of the invention may be implemented; 

001 6 Figure 2a illustrates the connection of the computer system to a sorting 
apparatus; 

001 7 Figure 2b is a block diagram illustrating an eight bin module which may be 
part of the mailpiece sorting apparatus which is used to perform an embodiment of the of 
the present invention; 

001 8 Figure 2c is a block diagram schematic of a typical document inserting 
system; 
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001 9 Figure 2d is a blocl< diagram schematic of a typical return mail workstation; 

0020 Figure. 3a-3d illustrate various reject mailpieces; 

0021 Figures 4a-b illustrates exemplary return to sender mailpieces; 

0022 Figure 5 is a block diagram schematic of an embodiment of the apparatus 
of the present invention; and 

0023 Figures 6a-c are a flowchart of an embodiment of the method of the present 
invention for processing return to sender mailpieces. 

Detailed Description of the Present Invention 

0024 In describing the present invention, reference will be made herein to 
Figures 1-6 of the drawings in which like numerals refer to like features of the invention. 
Features of the invention are not necessarily shown to scale in the drawings. 

CONTROL AND MAIL SORTBVG APPARATUS OVERVIEW 

0025 Figure 1 is a block diagram that illustrates a computer system 1 00, the use 
of which an embodiment of the invention may be implemented. Computer system 100 
may be a personal computer which is used generically and refers to present and future 
microprocessing systems with at least one processor operatively coupled to user 
interface means, such as a display 102 and keyboard 104, and/or a cursor control, such 
as a mouse or a trackball 106, and storage media 108. The personal computer 100 may 
be a workstation that is accessible by more than one user. The personal computer also 
includes a conventional processor 110, such as a Pentium® microprocessor 
manufactured by Intel, and conventional memory devices such as hard drive 108, floppy 
or CDRW drive(s) 112, and memory 114. 

0026 The computer system 100 can be connected to a sorting apparatus 8 as 
illustrated in Figure 2a. The mailpiece sorting apparatus 8 may generally comprise a 
feeder 10, a line scan camera 14 (and optical character recognition (OCR) software, not 
shown), a video scanner 15, a mailpiece transporter 16, a bin module 20 (shown in 
Figure 2b) with compartments or bins 18 (sort bin), 18a (OCR reject bin), 18b (RTS bin), 
18c (outgoing bin) for receiving sorted mailpieces 30 and a control system 24 which may 
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be the microprocessor based personal computer system 100 described above. The 
computer system 100 includes appropriate memory devices 108, 114 for storage of 
information such as an address database 22. One of ordinary skill in the art would be 
familiar with the general components of the sorting apparatus with which the system and 
method of the present invention may be implemented. 

0027 The mailpiece sorting apparatus 8 and the OCR software may be used to 
determine the addressee of the mailpiece 30 or other Infomnation such as return to 
sender graphics printed on the face of the mailpiece 30. The reading of various 
information may be perfonmed with the assistance of intelligent character recognition 
(ICR) or imaging and optical character recognition (OCR/IC), which may be part of the 
above mentioned OCR software and can read the various fields on the mailpiece 30. 

DOCUMENT INSERTING SYSTEM AND MAIL RUN DATA FILE (MRDF) OVERVIEW 

0028 The mail sorting apparatus 8 of the present invention may be part of an 
interconnected system 200 that includes a document inserting system 40. The system 
200 can help businesses reduce the amount of return to sender mail that is created by 
mailings generated using the document inserting system 40. Figure 2c is a schematic of 
a typical document inserting system, generally designated 40. In the following 
description, numerous paper handling stations implemented in inserter system 40 are set 
forth to provide a thorough understanding of the operating environment of the inserter. 
However it will become apparent to one skilled in the art that the present invention may 
be practiced without the specific details of these paper-handling stations. 

0029 As will be described in greater detail below, system 40 preferably includes 
an input system 44 that feeds paper sheets (the sheets have previously been printed 
upon and are ready for insertion into an envelope) from a paper web or individual sheets 
(not shown) to an accumulating station that accumulates the sheets of paper in collation 
packets (not shown). In this particular example, only a single sheet of a collation is 
coded (the control document), which coded information enables the control system 42 of 
inserter system 40 to control the processing of documents in the various stations of the 
mass mailing inserter system. The code (not shown) can comprise a bar code, UPC 
code or the like. In the case of a mailpiece with an undeliverable addressee, the code 
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can cxDntain such undeliverable addressee information (e.g. an undeliverable tag for 
outsorting prior to the postage station 56). The code provides address infonnation to the 
inserter system so that an envelope can be addressed con-espondingly to the insert. 
Alternate methods of inserting include printing the address on the insert document only 
and inserting such document into a window envelope which reveals the address, printing 
the documents in a print finishing 43 (shown with a dashed line in Figures 3 and 5) area 
upstream from the input system 44 of document inserting system 40 and feeding the 
documents directly to the input system 40 from the print finishing area 43. 

0030 Returning to the preferred embodiment where a bar code is printed on each 
insert or sheets, essentially, input system 44 feeds sheets in a paper path, as indicated 
by arrow A along a deck is commonly called the main deck (not shown) of inserter 
system 40. After sheets are accumulated into collations by input system 44, the 
collations are folded in folding station 46 and the folded collations are then conveyed to a 
transport station 48, preferably operative to perform buffering operations for maintaining a 
proper timing scheme for the processing of documents in inserting system 40. 

0031 Each sheet collation is fed from transport station 48 to insert feeder station 
50. It is to be appreciated that a typical inserter system 40 includes a plurality of feeder 
stations, but for clarity of illustration only a single Insert feeder 50 is shown. Insert feeder 
station 50 Is operational to convey an insert (e.g., an advertisement) from a supply tray to 
the main deck of inserter system 40 so as to be nested with the aforesaid sheet collation 
being conveyed along the main deck. The sheet collation, along with the nested insert(s) 
are next conveyed into an envelope insertion station 52 that Is operative to insert the 
collation into an envelope. The system is configured with a stacking mechanism 54 for 
the present invention so that mailpieces for which the ID code contains information 
indicating that the addressee is undeliverable can be diverted to the stacking mechanism 
54 such as, for example, a vertical stacker that is connected to the document inserting 
system 40 prior to the postage station 56. Alternately, the stacker could be a gravity 
stacker or in-line stacker or other stacker as determined by one of ordinary skill In the art 
who may consider factors such as, for example, available physical space. Including 
machine profile and footprint. 
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0032 In the case where the addressee is not an undeliverable addressee, the 
envelope is conveyed to the postage station 56 where appropriate postage is applied 
thereto. Finally, the envelope is conveyed to sorting station 58 that sorts the envelopes 
in accordance with postal discount requirements. 

0033 The use of the document inserting system 40, such as, for example, a 
Series 9 Inserter Systems manufactured by Pitney Bowes Inc. of Stamford, Connecticut, 
is well known. Such document inserting systems are used by organizations (e.g., banking 
institutions, utility companies, Insurance companies, credit companies, and the like) for 
assembling large amounts of outgoing mailpieces for dispatch through the postal system. 
Typically, such organizations create documents, such as billing documents, in a 
computer such as a mainframe computer system (not shown) that is separate from the 
document inserting system 40 that will process the documents into such mailpieces. 
Each batch of documents is generally referred to as a mail run. Generally, document 
inserting systems have processed mail mns based on control codes printed on the 
documents being processed. 

0034 More recently, document inserting system technology has evolved to 
include the processing of a mail run based on an electronic data file, referred to herein as 
a mail run data file or MRDF 59 (shown in Figure 5) that is generated off line from the 
document inserting system 40, for example, by a main frame computer (not shown) which 
created the mail run documents. The MRDF is a file containing individual mailpiece 
records for all the mailpieces in a mail run. The use of the MRDF with a document 
inserting systems 40 would be familiar to one of ordinary skill In the art. 

RETURN MAIL WORKSTATION 

0035 The interconnected system 200 of the present invention (shown in Figure 
5) can include a return mail workstation 66, such as a docSense Return Mail 
Workstation™ Manufactured by Pitney Bowes Inc. of Stamford, Connecticut. The return 
mail workstation 66 performs address cleansing of addressee information (correction and 
verification or indication of incorrect / uncorrectable address). Address cleansing can be 
done for returned mailpieces 30a and in the case of the present invention the addressee 
information in the MRDF (described above) or print documents for print finish area 43 of 
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the document inserting system 40. The return mail workstation 66 uses a matching 
program and a database to verify and correct addressee data input by an operator. The 
database 71 used by the return mail workstation can be a large, commercially available 
accurate consumer database located remotely from the workstation 66 as indicated by 
dashed lines in Figure 2d. One such database features more than 10 billion records 
furnished by more than 60,000 suppliers of information and cover a staggering 95 
percent of U.S. households. This database functions independently of the NCOA and 
Postal databases and offers accurate and current data. 

0036 A typical return mail workstation 66 is illustrated in detail in Figure 2d. The 
return mail workstation 66 generally includes suitable computer 62, (i.e. a personal 
computer) with a microprocessor 64 such as a Pentium® microprocessor manufactured 
by Intel and monitor 67 (which can display a graphical user interface (GUI) to provide an 
operator with a helpful interface to request functions such as query an address, create a 
new mailing label, update the customer database, and / or regenerate a mail piece for 
mailing), operator input device 68 for permitting an operator to communicate requests or 
commands to the microprocessor 64, and thus to the computer 62, includes but is not 
limited to any keyboard, audio or other data input device to which the microprocessor 64 
is programmed to be responsive. In addition, the personal computer 62 preferably 
includes one or more conventional data storage devices for storage of addressee data 70 
such as data that has been received from the commercially available database 71 . 

0037 Further, the return mail workstation 66 includes printing device 74, which 
may be any type of commercially available printer, connected in serial or parallel 
communication with the microprocessor 64, and thus to the computer 62, for control 
thereby. Preferably, the return mail workstation 66 also includes feeder 74 for feeding a 
sheet S, such as cut sheet, envelope, label or a continuous form, or the like, through the 
printing device 74. Still further, the return mail workstation 66 includes any conventional 
source 76 of supply of sheets S for use by the printing device 74. The processor 64, and 
thus the computer 62, includes the programs and routines hereinafter discussed for 
causing the computer 62 to implement the processing steps according to the invention. 

0038 The return mail workstation 66 can perform identification and correction of 
addressee information such as, for example, names, personal titles, address information 
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and customer move data, and verify life status. The return mail workstation 66 could also 
verify and append atypical names including nicknames, hyphenated last names and 
personal name suffixes such as DDS, MD and Jr. Additional functionality can also 
include validation and correction of conventional street addresses including Post Office 
boxes and rural routes, and transposed street addresses. 

0039 The return mail workstation 66 can be used as a standalone local access 
configuration or workstation for an individual user, or it can be set up for multiple users to 
receive customer information via a LAN-based mainframe or channel attachment. The 
return mail workstation can also be used Web-based (http) server or direct TCP/IP 

connectivity. 

0040 The returned mail workstation 66 as implemented in the system 200 of the 
present invention helps to reduce returned mail volume, lower returned mail expenses 
and rework costs. It also helps to maximize mail deliverability, reduce costs associated 
with paper, envelopes, printing, postage and labor. It can also help to increase efficiency 
and productivity in mailing operations. The return mail workstation 66 as implemented in 
the present invention can help a company reduce the amount of potential return to 
sender mailpieces that are created in future mailpiece preparation by providing corrected 
address information for future mailings. 

REJECT MAILPIECES 

0041 Figures 3a-3d illustrate various reject mailpieces 30. Figure 3a is an 
example of a reject mailpiece 30, which is unreadable by the OCR system of the 
mailpiece sorting apparatus 8 because the addressee information is smeared (OCR 
reject). In some instances, the addressee information can be smeared to the point where 
the operator would need to open the mailpiece 30 to determine the addressee. Figure 
3b is an example of a reject mailpiece 30 for which the intended individual addressee 
cannot be determined from the face of the mailpiece 30 because there is no individual 
addressee but rather a general address to the company, as in this example, Pitney 
Bowes Inc. (mystery mail). In the case of the mystery mail of Figure 3b, the mailpiece 30 
would need to be opened to determine the appropriate addressee. In another example, 



11 



Attoroey Docket No. F-418 



Express Mail Labd No. EF194355780US 



not shown, the mailpiece 30 could be addressed to a company and / or department and 
would need to be opened to determine the appropriate addressee. 

0042 Figure 3c is an example of mystery mail for which the intended individual 
addressee cannot be determined using OCR because the handwriting in the addressee 
segment is unreadable by the OCR of the mailpiece sorting apparatus 8 (mystery mail). 
It should be noted that while some handwriting is readable by OCR systems, not all 
handwriting is automatically readable, especially handwriting where the character shapes 
are of poor quality and are poorly spaced such as, for example, some cursive writing as 
is illustrated on mailpiece 30 in Figure 3c. 

0043 Figure 3d is an example of a reject mailpiece 30 for which the operator can 
determine the appropriate addressee from the face of the mailpiece 30 (without opening 
the mailpiece 30) but for which the OCR system of the mailpiece sorting apparatus 8 
could not determine the appropriate addressee (research mail). In the example of Figure 
3d, the addressee database 22 contains two addressees named John Smith. The 
operator may be able to determine the appropriate addressee by reading the return 
address information. For example John Smith In accounting might get a mailpiece with a 
return address of a corporate accounting magazine, whereas John Smith of legal might 
get a mailpiece with a return address of a corporate counsel society. Thus, the mailpiece 
of Figure 3d would be routed to John Smith of accounting and such information would be 
input by the operator using the voice recognition system. 

RETURN TO SENDER (RTS) MAILPIECES 

0044 Some reject mailpleces may be return to sender (RTS) mailpieces. A 
mailpiece may be returned to the sender for a number of reasons, such as, 1) the 
addressee or intended recipient printed on the mailpiece 30 may not be accurate or 
complete enough for the post office (i.e. United States Postal Service (USPS)) to 
detennine the intended destination; 2) the addressee or Intended recipient may have 
moved and left no forwarding address; or 3) the addressee or intended recipient may 
have moved, left a forwarding address, but the time limit for the post office to forward 
their mailpieces may have expired. 
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0045 The post office may mark the return to sender mailpiece as follows: 1) an 
image of a hand with a pointing finger and Return to Sender inscribed within or near the 
hand; 2) text may show the post office returning the piece and the reason why it was 
returned; 3) the post office may put on a label with return to sender text and additional 
text indicating why the piece was not deliverable; and / or 4) the post office may draw a 
line through the recipient address and / or its POSTNET bar code. These RTS markings 
or labels may obscure part or all of the original addressee or intended recipient. 

0046 Figure 4a illustrates an exemplary return to sender mailpiece 30a. The 
mailpiece 30 includes an image 28 of a hand with a pointing finger and return to sender 
inscribed near the hand. The exemplary mailpiece of Figure 4 shows the addressee or 
intended recipient 29: Mr Tim Miller, Miller & Partap Associates, 100 Main Street, 
Phoenix, Arizona 09885. In this example, the addressee or intended recipient has not 
been obscured by the USPS markings on the envelope. The return address or sender for 
the exemplary mailpiece is: Pitney Bowes, A. Vitale, MSG 18>05, Stamford, CT 06926- 
0700. 

0047 Figure 4b illustrates an exemplary return to sender mailpiece 30a where 
the addressee information has been obscured. The mailpiece 30 includes an image 28 
of a hand with a pointing finger and return to sender inscribed within the hand. The 
exemplary mailpiece of Figure 4b shows the addressee or intended recipient 29: Mr. 
Tim Miller. In this example the addressee 29 (including ZIP Code and state have has 
been obscured by the USPS markings 34 on the envelope. The POSTNET barcode 36 
has also been obscured by markings 38. The return address or sender 39 for the 
exemplary mailpiece is: Pitney Bowes, A. Vitale, MSG 18-05, Stamford, CT 06926-0700. 
The present invention sorts return to sender mailpieces such as the envelope of Figure 
4b to the return to sender bin 18b (see Figure 2b) using recognition by the OCR system 
of return to sender indicators or other methods as determined by one of ordinary skill in 
the art considering, for example, factors such as cost and accuracy. 

SYSTEM FOR PROCESSING RETURN TO SENDER MAILPIECES 

0048 An embodiment of the system of the present invention is illustrated in 
Figure 5 and referred to generally as system 200 which comprises mailpiece sorting 
apparatus 8, video coding station 60, inserter system 40, return mail workstation 66 and a 
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web server 80 for interconnecting several components of the system 200. The system 
200 provides a closed loop solution for reducing return to sender mailpieces generated 
(using a document inserting system 40) by a company that is sorting incoming mailpieces 
(using an incoming mail sorting apparatus 8) based upon information collected using the 
automated incoming mail sorting apparatus 8. 

0049 The interconnection and functionality of the system 200 can be understood 
generally as follows. The mail sorting apparatus 8 as described above, includes a video 
scanner 15. A video image of a mailpiece can be captured using the video scanner and 
transmitted to a video coding station 60 which includes a return to sender (RTS) 
application 61. The video coding station 60 could be located remotely from the mail 
sorting apparatus 8 as is indicated by the dashed line connection in Figure 5. Generally, 
video processing of mailpieces can be performed at on-site video coding terminals or off- 
site video coding facilities where the video image is transmitted for determination of 
addressee by an operator. 

0050 In the present embodiment, the operator inputs the addressee information 
read from the video image of the mailpiece. It should be noted that in this example, the 
operator is inputting the address as read and not making corrections to such addresses 
although alternately the operator could make corrections when inputting address 
information. The operator can indicate that the mailpiece is a return to sender mailpiece 
and request that the system 200 send the addressee information for such mailpiece to 
the return to sender workstation 66. The transmission of such information can be 
facilitated using a web server 80. Transmission by other means could be determined by 
one of ordinary skill in the art. The web server 80 is connected to the return mail 
workstation 66 where the addressee information is obtained and if possible cleansed 
(also called address hygiene), meaning that the addressee information is corrected by 
comparing it to a database such as the commercially available database 71. The 
correction process typically is performed using a comparison software package and a 
comprehensive address database. The return mail workstation 66 can provide results 
such as, for example, a corrected address or a message that a corrected address is not 
available. The correct address can be saved in database 70. 
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0051 The return mail workstation 66 can send the resulting information indicating 
for example that a conrect address is not available (and thus the mailpiece is 
undeliverable) or can provide the corrected or cleansed address to a return to sender 
database 82 through server 80 which interconnects the return mail workstation 66 with 
the RTS database 82. The RTS database 82 stores the address information and is 
interconnected with the MRDF 69 (described above) of the inserter system. The 
addresses in the RTS database 82 can be compared to the address information in the 
mailpiece records of the MRDF 59 and the MFDF 59 can provide the document inserting 
system 40 the correct address for a mailpiece or tag the mailpiece as undeliverable and 
outsort it to vertical stacker 54 prior to providing postage at postage station 56. In this 
embodiment, the reason for outsorting the mailpieces, as opposed to omitting the printing 
of an undeliverable address on a mailpiece, is because the documents corresponding to 
the address have already been created in a separate print finishing area prior to being 
provided to the document inserting system 40. Note that it would be cumbersome to 
manually remove such documents from the stack or group of printed documents. In such 
embodiment the documents could be inserted into a window envelope. Alternately, the 
documents could be inserted into correspondent addressee preprinted envelopes or the 
documents could be inseriied into an envelope and the addressee printed onto the 
envelope at a print station (not shown) of the document inserting system 40. 

0052 In an alternate embodiment, undeliverable address information can be 
provided to a print finish area and the documents corresponding to such addresses can 
be omitted from finishing. In such embodiment, interconnection of system 200 with the 
print finishing area 43 (shown with dashed lines in Figure 5) would be needed. The print 
finish area could be coupled to the document inserting system 40 so long as it could print 
at speeds compatible with the document inserting system 40. Alternately, the print 
finishing area 43 could be located separately from the document inserting system 40, for 
example, in a print finishing room (not shown) equipped with a computer system and 
associated printing devices. After documents are printed in the print finishing room, they 
can be manually delivered to the document inserting system 40 for further processing. 
METHOD FOR PROCESSING RETURN TO SENDER MAILPIECES 
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0063 Figures 6a-b illustrates an embodiment of the method of the present 

invention for processing return to sender mailpiece(s). An embodiment of a method of 
the present invention may be performed using the system 200 illustrated in Figure 5. 
Turning to Figures 6a, at step S201 the method begins. At step S202 a stack of 
incoming mailpieces (not shown) is placed on the feeder 10 of the mailpiece sorting 
apparatus 8. At step S204 the feeder 10 is set to auto feed and mailpiece begin to be fed 
along feed path F of the mailpiece sorting apparatus 8. At step S205 an identification 
(ID) code 32 (shown in Figure 4a) is printed on the mailpiece. At step S206 the 
mailpieces 30 are read using the OCR system. At step S207 a video image of the 
mailpiece 30 is obtained. At step S208 information obtained using the OCR system is 
compared with the addressee database 22. At step S210 a query is made as to whether 
the addressee can be determined from the information read by the OCR system. If the 
answer to the query S208 is yes, then the mailpiece 30 is delivered to the appropriate 
sort bin 18 at step S212. If the answer to the query of step S210 is no, then at step 214 a 
query is made as to whether the mailpiece is a return to sender mailpiece. 

0054 The determination as to whether a mailpiece is a return to sender mailpiece 
may be made using various methods as determined by one of ordinary skill in the art 
considering, for example, cost factors. Typical return to sender mailpieces are marked 
with return to sender text and / or a graphics symbol or the addressee information is 
obscured. An OCR system would need the capability to read particular regions of the 
mailpiece (read regions) to recognize return to sender icon or markings. Other methods 
can be determined by one of ordinary skill in the art to determine whether a mailpiece is a 
return to sender mailpiece. 

0055 Returning to the query of step S214, if the answer to the query S214 is no, 
then the mailpiece 30 is delivered to a reject bin 18a at step S216. If the answer to the 
query S214 is yes, then the mailpiece 30 is delivered to the return to sender sort bin 18b 
at step S218. Next, a query is made at step S220 as to whether there are additional 
mailpieces 30 to be processed. If the answer to the query of step S220 is yes, then steps 
S206 through S218 are performed until no mailpieces 30 are left to be processed. The 
query of step S220 is also made after steps S212 and S216. If the answer to the query 
of step S220 is no, then the method proceeds to step S222. 
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0056 Turning to Figures 6b and 6c, the method continues at step S222 where a 
video image of the mailpiece is sent to the video coding station 60. At step S223 
addressee information is sent to return mail workstation 66. Next, at step S224 a query is 
made as to whether the addressee can be corrected or cleansed using the address 
cleansing database of the return mail workstation 66. If the answer to the query of step 
S224 is no, then at step S226 the mailpiece ID code 32 for the return to sender mailpiece 
30a is tagged to indicate that the addressee is undellverable. Next at step S228, the 
undeliverable addressee information is saved in RTS database 82. Returning to the 
query of step S224, if the answer to the query is yes, then at step S230 the mailpiece ID 
code 32 for the return to sender mailpiece 30a is tagged to indicate addressee 
information and code for delivery to an appropriate outgoing mailpiece bin 18c. in this 
embodiment after removal of the return to sender mailpiece 30a from the outgoing bin 
18c, the mailpiece 30a can be labeled with the cleansed address, which is printed using a 
label printer (not shown). The label printer can be located in the area of the physical 
location of the mailpiece. 

0057 Steps S228 and S230 are followed by step S232 where a query is made as 
to whether the sender of the return to sender mailpiece 30a can be determined. If the 
answer to the query of step S232 is no, then at step S234 the mailpiece ID code 32 for 
the return to sender mailpiece 30a is tagged to indicate that the mailpiece should be 
delivered to the reject bin 18a on the next sort. If the answer to the query of step S232 is 
yes, then at step 236, the correct address or notification of an incorrect address, as the 
case may be, is sent to the sender 85 of the mailpiece (i.e. via email) and / or to the 
sender's database 85a for action such as correction, notation or deletion of the address 
record. This is done to prevent future mailings to the same addressee and thus reduce 
future return to sender mailpiece 30a generated by the sender using the document 
inserting system 40 or other document preparation or address printing system. 

0058 Steps S234 and S236 flow to step S238 where a query is made as to 
whether there are more return to sender mailpieces to be processed. If the answer to the 
query of step S238 is yes, then steps S222 through S236 are performed until no 
additional return to sender mailpieces need processing. If the answer to the query of 
step S238 is no, then at step S240 the return the return to sender mailpieces 30a are 
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placed on the mailpiece sorting apparatus and resorted to appropriate bins by reading the 
ID code 32 and using the infomiation tagged to the ID code to determine the appropriate 
bin. At step S242, if the mailpiece is tagged as undeliverable then it is sorted to reject bin 
18b or if the mailpiece is tagged with cleansed address information then it is sorted to 
outgoing bin 1 8c. At step 244, this branch of the method ends. 

0059 In an alternate embodiment, indicated with dotted lines connecting step 
S237 to the flow chart of Figure 6b, after the query of step S232, if the answer is yes 
(sender can be determined) then corrected address information or other information is 
sent to the sender's mail run data file (MRDF) so that future mailings produced using 
document inserting system 40 can divert the mailpieces with undeliverable addresses 
from the outgoing mail stream as indicated by step S237a. Next at step S241 the 
document inserting system 40 is run to create an outgoing mailing that, in accordance 
with the present invention, will have reduced the number or return to sender mailpieces 
generated as compared to similar mailing creations using the mail run data file or mailing 
database prior to updating of step S237. At step S243, this branch of the method ends. 

0060 in an alternate embodiment, indicated with dotted lines connecting step 
S235 to the flow chart of Figure 6b, after the query of step S232, if the answer is yes 
(sender can be determined) then corrected address information or other information is 
sent to the sender's print finish area 43 and document(s) to be inserted can either be 
omitted from the print finish run or address(es) can be corrected at step S235a. Next at 
step S241 the inserter system is run to create an outgoing mailing that, in accordance 
with the present invention, will have reduced the number or return to sender mailpieces 
generated as compared to similar mailing creations using the mail run data file or mailing 
database prior to updating of step S235. At step S243, this branch of the method ends. 

0061 The steps of notifying the sender of the mailpiece that such mailpiece was 
undeliverable and / or updating the senders MRDF 59 can save the future cost of 
processing return to sender mail that would have been returned had the addressee 
databases not been updated or had the MRDF 59 not indicated to the inserter to outsort 
mailpieces prior to completing the step of applying postage to the mailpiece and 
delivering the mailpiece to the outgoing mailstream. It has been estimated that 3% to 7% 
of incoming mail that a company sends out with an incorrect address is returned to 
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sender. The cost of processing an individual return to sender mailpiece in an incoming 
mailstream is estimated to be approximately $3 to $8. Companies handling very large 
numbers of incoming mailpieces can save thousands of dollars per year by implementing 
the method and apparatus of the present invention. Because of the significant expense 
in processing such mailpieces, in another embodiment the incoming mailpiece sorting 
apparatus could track and calculate statistical infomnation regarding the return to sender 
mailpieces. The sender could be charged for the cost of sorting return to sender 
mailpieces. 

0062 The embodiments described herein can provide the advantages lowering 

the costs of processing return to sender mailpieces by creating a system with the 
capability of conveying information regarding return to sender mailpieces so that such 
information can be used in incoming mailpiece processing and future outgoing mailpiece 
processing such as in the generation of future mailings. While the present invention has 
been disclosed and described with reference to a various embodiments thereof, it will be 
apparent, as noted above that variations and modifications may be made therein. It is, 
thus, intended in the following claims to cover each variation and modification that falls 
within the true spirit and scope of the present invention. 
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